
Performance and Ensembles 
Music can’t exist outside time. When we hear music, even if it is a recording playing, it is always something 
happening at a particular time and place. Music always sounds in context. When we perform music, we are 
enacting a musical event.  

Writing Concert Reviews 

One of the best ways to develop your own listening skills and sense as a performer is to listen to others. 
Try writing a short concert review (c.350 words) and send it to us! Who knows? This could be the start of 
your own blog! If you prefer, narrate your review as a recording, but remember to script it properly using 
the same principles. We’ll be asking you to write concert reviews in your course, so this is a great way to 
get a head start. 

Remember to include key information about the performance. Tell us what it was like to be there, how 
music sounded, how successful and convincing the performance was, and why. 

Here’s a set of questions to consider to help you structure and write your review.  

 Short contextual introduction 

 Tell us about the event, venue, ensemble, perhaps a little about the anticipation or background 

 Most of the review should be about the performance. 

 If the programme is long/varied, pick out some key moments or numbers. 

 Balance critical aspects and praise (and remember the inherently imperfect nature of live 
performance). Give a picture of the overall experience. 

 If a performance is fantastic, you don’t have to find faults for the sake of it, but illuminate why it 
was so convincing/compelling/engaging.  

 Think about the balance of your review – will you focus on particular pieces or certain aspects of 
the performance?  

 Who are you writing for? What do you expect them to already know, or not know? 

 The reaction of the audience might be useful, but it’s not a barometer for the performance. 

 Provide a conclusion 

Here’s a neat example by Fiona Maddocks. 

Music and Notation 

Some notations are very specific (like the music of Brian Ferneyhough, who writes highly detailed scores). 
Other notation is far less specific. Sometimes that can be deliberate, where composers want to make 
performers to make decisions about the music (as in the music of our own Nina Whiteman, who has 
devised notation in the form of mazes). 

In much older music, knowledge of how to interpret the notation might be lost to time. 

Listen/Watch: Brian Ferneyhough’s percussion piece ‘Bone Alphabet’, and the composer teaching it. Is it 
easier to understand sonically than on the page? 

 

An example of Brian Ferneyhough’s highly specific scoring (‘no time at all’) 

https://www.theguardian.com/music/2019/feb/17/akhnaten-glass-review-eno-music-for-18-musicians-britten-sinfonia-colin-matthews-octet-lso-gardiner
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dqIdtJMrv78
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wTvzfP23zwk

